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Chapter 1: The Structure of Regret
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The house didn’t look like a house anymore. It looked like a skeleton, a collection of timber and siding holding its breath, waiting for a strong wind to finally knock it over.

Elara Vance turned off the ignition of her sleek, silver sedan. The silence of Oakhaven, Vermont, rushed in to fill the space where the hum of the engine had been. It was a heavy silence, composed of rustling maple leaves, the distant caw of a crow, and the overwhelming weight of ten years.

She gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white. Her manicured nails, painted a severe city-gray, looked alien against the worn leather of her rental car. She wasn't supposed to be here. In her five-year plan—a color-coded spreadsheet that lived on her tablet and governed her life—this week was blocked out for the chaotic final stages of the Hudson Project in Chicago. She was supposed to be wearing a hard hat and yelling at structural engineers about load-bearing walls, not sitting in a driveway that was slowly being reclaimed by crabgrass.

But Gran had passed. And the will had been specific. The house goes to Elara. Do with it what you will, but fix the porch first.

"Fix the porch," Elara whispered, a dry chuckle escaping her throat. "Right, Gran. Just the porch."

She stepped out of the car. The air here was different. In Chicago, the air smelled of exhaust, wet concrete, and urgency. Here, it smelled of damp earth, woodsmoke, and decaying leaves. It was the scent of October in New England, a sensory trigger that instantly transported her back to being seventeen, wearing an oversized flannel shirt and thinking the world ended at the county line.

She grabbed her bag and walked up the cracked path. The Victorian farmhouse, once the jewel of Sycamore Street with its pale yellow paint and white trim, was now a ghostly gray. The shutters hung askew, like eyelids drooping from exhaustion.

Elara mounted the steps, avoiding the third one from the bottom—muscle memory she hadn't realized she still possessed. She keyed the lock, the old brass mechanism protesting with a stiff grind, and pushed the door open.

The interior smelled of lavender and dust. Sheets covered the furniture like shrouds. Elara dropped her bag on the floor and entered the living room, pulling the sheet off the main armchair. Dust motes danced in the shaft of sunlight cutting through the grime-streaked window.

She was an architect. Her entire life was built on the concept of restoration and creation. She took broken spaces and made them functional, beautiful. But standing here, surrounded by the physical manifestation of her childhood, she didn't feel like a professional. She felt like a trespasser.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was probably her assistant, Mark, asking about the blueprints for the atrium. She ignored it.

She needed a contractor. That was step one. Assess the damage, get a quote, hire a team, and put the place on the market by Christmas. It was a logical, clinical plan.

She walked into the kitchen. On the counter, next to a rotary phone that Gran had refused to upgrade, was a sticky note in her grandmother’s shaky handwriting.

Call Thorne. He’s the best.

Elara froze. The breath hitched in her chest, sharp and painful.

Thorne.

Not "Julian." Just "Thorne." Gran knew. Of course, Gran knew. Everyone in Oakhaven knew. You couldn't break the heart of the town’s golden boy without the news traveling faster than a church gossip chain.

"No," Elara said aloud to the empty room. "Absolutely not."

She pulled out her phone and searched generic contractors in the area. Oakhaven Construction. Miller & Sons. Rapid Reno.

She called three numbers. The first was disconnected. The second said they were booked until spring. The third, a gruff man named Miller, laughed when she gave the address.

"The old Vance place? Lady, that’s a restoration job, not a reno. You need a specialist. I don't touch Victorian plumbing. You call Julian Thorne. He's the only one around here with the patience for that lattice work."

Elara hung up, frustration bubbling in her chest. It was a conspiracy. It had to be.

She walked to the back door and looked into the yard. The overgrown garden was a jungle of brambles. Beyond the property line, the woods began—a dense thicket of maple and oak blazing with autumn fire.

And there, walking along the edge of the woods, was a dog. A golden retriever, bounding through the tall grass. Following the dog was a man.

Even from this distance, even after a decade, Elara knew the walk. It was a stride of easy confidence, a grounded, rhythmic gait that suggested the earth was lucky to have him stepping on it. He wore a canvas jacket the color of dried wheat and dark work pants. He stopped to throw a stick for the dog, his motion fluid, powerful.

Julian Thorne.

He turned, as if he felt her gaze across the hundred yards of neglect separating them. He shaded his eyes against the setting sun.

Elara stepped back from the window, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She pressed her back against the cool plaster of the kitchen wall.

"You can do this," she told herself. "You negotiate million-dollar contracts. You stare down city councils. You can hire an ex-boyfriend to fix a porch."

She waited five minutes, composed herself, flattened her cashmere sweater and walked out the back door.

He was closer now, inspecting the fence line at the back of her property. As she approached, the leaves crunching beneath her designer boots, he straightened up.

He hadn't shaved in a few days. The scruff on his jaw was darker than she remembered, framing a mouth that used to smile at her with devastating ease. His hair, a rich mahogany brown, was longer, curling slightly at the collar of his jacket. But it was the eyes that stopped her. They were the color of moss in a riverbed—green, brown, flecked with gold, and currently guarded.

"Elara," he said. His voice was deeper, a low rumble vibrating through the crisp air. It wasn't angry. It was just... resigned.

"Julian," she replied, stopping a safe ten feet away. "I... I didn't know you were the neighbor."

"Bought the Miller lot three years ago," he said, hooking his thumbs into his pockets. "Built a cabin back there."

"Oh. Nice."

"I was sorry to hear about Martha," he said softly. "She was a good woman. She made the best rhubarb pie."

"She did," Elara said, a lump forming in her throat. She swallowed it down. "She left me the house."

Julian looked past her at the peeling paint of the Victorian. "She loved this place. She was worried about it."

"I'm going to fix it," Elara said, her voice sharpening with defensive professional pride. "Restore it. Put it on the market."

"On the market," Julian repeated. His jaw tightened slightly. "Right. Of course. You aren't staying."

"My life is in Chicago, Julian."

"Big city architect," he said. There was no mockery in it, just a statement of fact, which somehow made it sting more. "Congratulations. I saw you in Architectural Digest last year. The glass library."

She blinked, surprised. "You saw that?"

"My mom keeps tabs," he lied. She knew he was lying. His mother barely knew how to use Google. "So, you need a contractor."

"I called Miller. He said..."

"He said to call me," Julian finished with a dry smile. "Miller hates Victorian plumbing. He hates anything that isn't drywall and two-by-fours."

"Are you available?" Elara asked, trying to keep her tone business-like. "I need this done fast. Six weeks. Top to bottom. I have the budget."

Julian looked at her then, really looked at her. He scanned her face, taking in the faint lines around her eyes that hadn't been there at eighteen, the tension in her shoulders, the way she held her expensive bag like a shield.

"I'm expensive," he said.

"I can afford you."

"And I don't work weekends."

"Fine."

"And I don't take orders from people who haven't held a hammer in ten years," he added, a spark of the old challenge in his eyes.

Elara bristled. "I am a licensed architect, Julian. I know how a building stands up."

"Knowing how it stands up and knowing how to keep it from falling down are two different things, El," he said, using the nickname before he could catch himself. The syllable hung in the air between them, vibrating with history.

He cleared his throat. "I can come by tomorrow morning at eight to do a walkthrough. Then I'll give you a quote."

"Eight is fine," she said.

"Good." He whistled, and the golden retriever trotted to his side. "Come on, Buster."

He turned to leave, then paused. "It’s good to see you, Elara. Even if it’s just for a flip."

"It's not just a flip," she whispered, but he was already walking away, disappearing into the copper-colored woods.
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Chapter 2: The Inspection
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Elara didn't sleep. The silence of the house was too loud. Every creak of the settling floorboards sounded like an accusation. She spent the night on the couch, wrapped in her coat, scrolling through emails she didn't read.

At 7:45 AM, she was up. She had managed to find a canister of coffee in the freezer—God bless Gran's hoarding tendencies—and brewed a pot that tasted like tin and nostalgia. She changed into the most practical clothes she had packed: dark jeans and a gray turtleneck. She pulled her hair back into a severe bun.

At 7:59 AM, a truck pulled into the driveway. It was a Ford, dark green, well-maintained but clearly a workhorse. The side door read Thorne Restoration & Design in clean, gold lettering.

Julian stepped out. He was wearing a flannel shirt today, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that were corded with muscle and dusted with sawdust. He carried a clipboard and a metal toolbox.

He didn't knock. He just walked up the porch steps, testing the wood with his boot.

"Rot," he said as Elara opened the door. "Sub-structure is probably compromised. We'll need to rip it all up."

"Good morning to you too," Elara said, holding the door open.

He nodded at her, stepping inside. He smelled of pine and coffee. It had a good smell. A dangerous smell.

"Let's start in the attic and work our way down," he said, all business.

The next two hours were a torture session disguised as a structural
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